The vowel is produced by an unobstructed flow of air through the mouth. 
"The tongue can be moved somewhat from front to back in the mouth. Sounds 
pronounced with the tongue farther front differ from those which are 
pronounced with the tongue farther back. n (Pike 1947 p,15). Vowel sounds 
are also affected by the height of the tongue. 

5.2 THE WALMATJARI SOUND SYSTEM 

Vowels 

Walmatjari has a three vowel system. The vowels are: J., a, u. They 
are always pronounced the same way. 

i^as in the English word pit 
a as in the English word cut 
u as in the English word cook 

Each of the three vowels has a short and a long form. The short ones 
are written i, a, u and the long ones are written _ii, aa, uu. The long vowels 
are found in only a few words. The English reader may find these vowels 
confusing to read because of the« different vowel quality to which the letters 
a and u are assigned in the two languages. 

Sounds Common to Walmatjari and English 

Sounds which are found in both English and Walmatjari are m, n, ng, 
1, w, y, r, i, a, and u. Try pronouncing them in these Walmatjari words. 



lani 


'speared 1 


yani 


f went f 


mimi 


'sore' 


lama 


'motionless 1 


wali 


'alright 1 



Stress 

Words can be pronounced with every sound made correctly, and yet the 
meaning may not be conveyed to the listener because the wrong syllable is 
stressed. Most languages require that at least one part (syllable) of a word 
is stressed or spoken more loudly than the others. Note the difference in 
the pairs of English words below. The stress is on different syllables. 
Stress is shown by an apostrophe before the stressed syllable. 

'permit (noun) 

per'mit (verb) 
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'conflict 


(noun) 


conflict 


(verb) 


'confine 


(noun) 


con 1 fine 


(verb) 



Walmatjari does not have this contrast of stress. All words are 
stressed on the first syllable. In long words other syllables are also 
stressed. This does not mean that stress is unimportant. A Walmatjari 
word with incorrect stress can be unintelligible to the listener. The 
name f Jukuna is virtually unrecognisable when the stress is altered from the 
first to the second syllable and it becomes Ju'kuna. 

Because in English he often stresses the second part of the word, 
learning to stress the first part of every word in Walmatjari can be 
difficult for the English speaker. In pronouncing the following Walmatjari 
words remember to stress the first part. 



yara 


'well 1 


mana 


'tree' 


luwa 


'Hit it with a missile! f 


wamulu 


1 eagle 1 


lanani 


'was spearing 1 



Consonants 

Many of the consonants in Walmatjari are not found in English. 
Walmatjari sounds are written using only English symbols but they don't 
represent exactly the same sounds. Often two symbols have been used to* 
represent the one Walmatjari sound, e. g. ny and ng. This is not unusual 
however; in English one sound is represented by two symbols, e. g. ch. 

The following chart presents all the Walmatjari consonants. Compare 
this with English consonants on Chart 4. Those sounds foreign to English 
will be described in detail later. 

73 



Chart 5 Walmatjari Consonants 





Both 


Tongue tip 


Tongue tip 


Tongue blade 


Back of 




lips 


on or near 


turned back 


on alv. ridge 


tongue on 






alv. ridge 




and palate 


or near 
velum 


Airstream 












completely- 


P 


t 


rt 


3 


k 


stopped 












Air flow 












through nose 


m 


n 


rn 


ny 


ng 


Air flow 












around sides 




1 


rl 


iy 




of tongue 












Air flow 












restricted 
over centre 




rr 








of tongue 












Air flow 












unrestricted 


w 




r 


y 





Tongue position for n^, j, 1^ 



The Sounds ny, j, ly 

The sounds represented by ny, j and ly 
are all made with the tongue tip behind the 
bottom teeth and the blade of the tongue 
touching the alveolar ridge and hard palate. 
Note the tongue position in the following 
diagram. 
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Keeping the tongue in this position, ny is made with the air flowing 
through the nose; j_ is made by cutting off the airflow with the tongue; and 
for l^the air flows through the mouth around the sides of the tongue. 
Note that the Walmatjari j_is not identical to English j_. 

Words with these sounds are: 



i£ 



nyanya 


'saw, looked 1 


linya 


f cried ! 


yanany 


'goes' 


manya 


(girl's name) 


jaja 


'grannie 1 


juju 


'sacred song, sacred meeting' 


maja 


'elder, boss' 


julaji 


'Tell me! ' 


ralyu 


'blurred' 


wulyu 


'good' 


milyilyi 


'brain' 



These three Walmatjari sounds ny, j_and ly are difficult for English 
speakers to hear and reproduce because they are foreign to English. They 
are likely to confuse them with the n, j_and 1_ of English. But to the 
Walmatjari speaker, there are significant differences between these sounds. 
The difference between rrp and n in Walmatjari provides the only means of 
distinguishing between the words pina 'ear' and pinya 'hit (past tense)'. 

In the same way some of the minimal sound differences in English 
are significant to the English speaker, but are not easily heard and 
reproduced by the Walmatjari speaker learning English. They are : 
£ and b in words like pig and big ; Jt and d in words like tin and din; 
k and g in words like Kay and gay . The only difference between these three 
pairs of sounds is the vibration of the vocal cords as previously described. 

In Walmatjari there is no such distinction between these pairs of 
sounds. There are only three sounds, p, t^and k to correspond to the English 
six. Because he does not distinguish between p and b, t^and d, k and g, 
the Walmatjari speaker who learns English does not automatically hear the 
difference between words like pig and big. He has to learn it. 

When he can distinguish the difference, he often cannot clearly 
pronounce what he hears. Because Walmatjari does not distinguish between 
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these pairs of sounds, it was arbitrary which of the letters should be used in 
writing the language and the set p, t_ and k were chosen. To the English 
speaker they often sound more like b, d and g. 

The Sound ng. 

The sound ng is not new to English speakers. However, in English it 
is restricted to the middle or the end of words as in singing and it never 
comes first in the word. Note: ng in the middle of words is pronounced as 
the ng in singer , not as in finger. In Walmatjari, ng frequently begins words. 

The tongue placement for ng is the same as for k and g. See facial 
diagrams earlier in this Section. 

Pronouncing ng at the beginning of words requires practice. Try 
these words: 



ngapa 


'water' 


ngalak 


'headache 1 


ngamaji 


'mother 1 


ngaja 


'younger brother or sister 1 


ngana 


'what? ' 



Glides 

In Australian English there is a strong tendency to glide the vowel 
sounds (that is, to begin with one vowel quality and to end with another). 
For example, say cow very slowly and notice that you start with a vowel 
something like a and end with one like oo. Although there are two vowel 
sounds in this word, English speakers consider it to be one. In Walmatjari, 
each vowel belongs to a different syllable. Because of this there is a 
consonant between any two vowels. Sometimes this consonant is obvious 
as the w in the word yawarta 'horse'. However it can at times be very 
difficult to hear as in kuyi 'meat'. As a rule of thumb we can say that 
whenever we think we hear two vowels together, there will be either y or w 
between them. ( Kuyi could be spelt kuwi. ) 

Other words which contain glides are: 

ngan payi 'man' 

layi 'one' 

pawumani 'called out 1 

kamp awu 'will cook 1 
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Some which can only be heard when slowed down and emphasised are: 



miyi 


'vegetable food 1 


kiyimi 


f sap from blood oak tree 1 


ngarpuwu 


f for father 1 



The consonants y and w are also written as the first letters of some 
words which sound as though they begin with a vowel. Y precedes the vowel 
i^ and w precedes the vowel u. This applies wherever a vowel is heard first 
in a word. 

yini 'name 1 may sound like ini 
yinya f gave ! may sound like inya 
wuru f juice f may sound like uru 
wungul f joke f may sound like ungul 

The analytical proof of the presence of y and w_with vowels is given in a 
paper by the authors (1969). 

Trills and flaps 

The "trill" is not normally used in Australian English. You may have 
heard it used in the so-called "Scotch burr", or referred to as a "rolled r". 
As a child you may have used it as a motor noise. The trill is produced by 
relaxing the tongue tip, so that a forceful stream of air causes it to tap 
repeatedly against the alveolar ridge. In speech, the trill usually consists 
of two or three such taps. 

The "flap" is made in the same way as the trill but the tongue taps 
only once against the alveolar ridge. 

Both the flap and the trill occur in Walmatjari and both are written the 
same way, rr. Between vowels rr means a flap and elsewhere it is a trill. 

Examples of a flap: 

parri f boy f 

kurriny f two f 

lirra 'mouth, teeth f 

Examples of a trill: 



parrparr f hot f 

kunyarr ! dog f 

kungkurr f mucous 1 
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Tongue position for rn, rt, rl 



The Sounds rn, rt and rl 

There is a group of Walmatjari consonants 
which are called the retroflexed consonants. 
They are made with the tongue tip turned back 
so that it is almost the underside of the tongue 
which touches the alveolar ridge. 




There are three sounds made with the tongue in this position. They 
are made like n, J;, and J. except that the tongue is curled back; they sound 
like n, _t, 1 with an r immediately before them. We write them as rn, rt, rL 

Some words using these sounds: 



rn 



rt 



rl 



marni 


'said 1 


ngamarna 


'mild, breast 1 


kartu 


f wife f 


warta 


! shin ! 


karla 


'west 1 


pirla 


'evil spirit, death 1 
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